Over the past decade research into the learning and teaching of Chinese published in English has increased markedly within applied linguistics and language education journals; at the same time there has been a world-wide upsurge in interest in learning Chinese together with the rapid expansion and diversification of learning environments using different tools and technologies in both classroom and out-of-class settings. Technology-mediated Chinese language learning and teaching is a significant site for our understanding of innovation in the twenty-first century. Technology has blurred the boundaries between in class and out of class learning (as in mobile-assisted language learning), between virtual contexts for entertainment and learning (e.g. Second Life role plays), between intercultural interaction in class and in real-life settings (as in distance Chinese language discussions connecting students in different countries), between professional and personal life contexts (as in a teacher WeChat group), and between materials for self-instruction and classroom-based instruction. We can see processes of innovation in technology-mediated Chinese language education in relation to local circumstances (learner needs, the curriculum, institutional contexts and so on), virtual spaces (the development of virtual environments in time and over time), and global forces (the growing influence of Chinese language together with the need for cultural awareness and intercultural skills). Together the contributions published here attest to the diversity of opportunities available to learners and teachers of Chinese using a range of virtual tools and within different settings, as well as the challenges inherent in processes of innovation and change.
and teaching, but also to ongoing teacher development and to the enhancement of materials and instructional practices. We will now turn to the contents of this special issue.
The six articles in this collection are organised beginning with a focus on the development of Chinese language skills: the first two papers investigate synchronous online spoken interaction (in tutorials for beginners, and in discussion classes between native speakers and more advanced learners of Chinese in different countries), and the third investigates the development of Chinese listening comprehension in SecondLife compared to more traditional approaches. The second focus in on materials development and the fourth article here provides a detailed account of the development of technology-mediated materials for learning Chinese which can be used in distance and independent language learning settings designed for adult learners. The two final articles are on the affordances for Chinese language learners and teachers introduced by mobile technologies: the fifth article investigates the character-learning strategies of beginners using a mobile app, and the final article focuses on how teachers use the affordances of WeChat to build a Community of Practice for their professional development in relation to the implementation of flipped classrooms for Chinese language learning. Taken together the six articles demonstrate how technology has significantly expanded the margins of practice in not only Chinese language learning and teaching but also in the ways of carrying out research and professional development. A central theme running through the articles is the sustained attention given to pedagogical innovation drawing on the potentials and affordances of technology, the needs of learners and teachers, and the particular challenges of the target language Chinese.
Providing opportunities for spoken interaction online has long been a key area of innovation in distance language teaching with research attention focused on the nature of interaction within the structure of synchronous online tutorials. Lijing Shi from the London School of Economics and Ursula Stickler from the OUUK in the first article here aim to identify optimal ways of supporting online speaking practice in Chinese for beginner learners; they emphasise the need to take into account the often evident anxiety in students, their limited language proficiency and unfamiliarity with many of the features of Chinese including tones. To do this they collect and analyse the complex multimodal data from recordings of five synchronous tutorials at the OUUK using social network analysis. Descriptions of the tutorial together with an outline of the focus of the sessions and screenshots of the tasks provide a rich picture of the way the interactional context is constructed. An interesting feature of the study is that the teaching content and tasks are similar across all five sessions meaning that it was possible to compare the interaction patterns within and across the synchronous online tutorials. In focusing on interaction patterns the study revisits the classic Presentation-Practice-Production approach as a teaching strategy noting that it is frequently deployed with beginner learners focusing on specific language forms to avoid cognitive overload. Interestingly the authors note that the PPP strategy was inflected slightly differently in the Chinese online language tutorial: firstly teachers used a strategy to encourage learners to interact more with their peers rather than solely with the teacher, and secondly in terms of production teachers encouraged learners to practise language chunks in the smaller-scale break-out rooms first and then after that to interact using the now more familiar forms in the plenary classroom. This study clearly shows how Chinese distance language teachers' strategies to increase opportunities for spoken interaction were shaped by the specific technological affordances of the tool and the fact that learners as beginners had relatively little Chinese available to use productively. Additionally, the teacher's personal preferences played a role together with time constraints and awareness of the importance of prompt feedback and clear classroom management in synchronous online tutorials.
Technology-mediated environments have opened up new possibilities for interaction between native speakers and non-native speakers in one-to-one, small group, or larger in-class discussions bringing different countries and cultures into contact. Kazuko Sunaoka from Waseda University in Japan reports on a long-standing project started in 2001 where small groups of learners from different universities are brought together for carefully structured discussions (in terms of topic, learner roles, and their place within the curriculum): Chinese language interactions in these settings are also seen as a valuable site for developing experience in cross-cultural and intercultural communication. In her paper in this collection we see a close analysis of a 70-minute discussion between 13 students in terms of the relative contribution of native speakers and non-native speakers to the unfolding interaction. While the native speakers dominate the discussion in terms of number of turns, speaking time and other measures, the analysis reveals the key contribution made by nonnative speakers in terms of humour and laughter and the author highlights the importance of these channels in the discussion. The article thus brings a wide lens to our understanding of interactional competence in Chinese and underlines the importance of paying attention to the different use native speakers and non-native speakers make of verbal and non-verbal communication channels in intercultural encounters. The article is also important as it highlights the value of incorporating distance class discussions in Chinese into university language programmes as a preparation for further intercultural encounters in professional and personal settings.
Studies of language acquisition within Second Life have drawn attention to the value of multimodality and authenticity within these virtual worlds. Questions about how multimodal, authentic learning opportunities within Second Life impact of students' acquisition of listening skills in Chinese are at the centre of the paper by Yu-Ju Lan and Chia-Ying Liao from National Taiwan Normal University. Specifically, they compare differences in the effects of pictures and audio on Chinese as a second language learners' listening comprehension as opposed to pictures and 3D immersion in Second Life. The preferences of the learners are also explored, in terms of the two approaches to developing listening skills, namely a more traditional approach and immersion in a Second Life virtual world. Test results revealed that learners clearly benefitted from the 3D immersive experience in terms of gains in their listening comprehension and this is linked to the sense of presence they experienced in Second Life: by controlling their avatars and exploring the environment as they used their Chinese they had a sense of an authentic experience, and one in which they reported that their anxiety was low. Lan and Liao emphasise the need for replication studies and further research with a larger sample to confirm the findings. Two avenues of enquiry are suggested by this study: the first concerns how best to keep learners' attention focused on the listening content when they are exploring the rich world of Second Life; the second concerns whether and how embedding Chinese characters in the virtual context would enhance listening comprehension gains for Chinese as a second language learners.
Cornelius Kubler from Williams College Massachusetts in the USA gives analytical attention to the principles and processes involved in developing a coherent set of course materials for technologymediated Chinese language learning. The course in focus has been developed for adult learners of Chinese (including government officials, university students and business professionals) and can be used for both distance and independent language learning. As an analytical account it stands out in addressing specific features of the Chinese language which have guided the way in which the materials are structured, underpinned by reference to research and debates in the field. For example, the article draws on early commentaries by Eleanor Jordan and A. Ronald Walton on 'truly foreign languages' to identify instructional challenges and ways of addressing them, in this case by providing tracks in spoken and written Chinese which are distinct but interconnected. A second example is the use of video recordings of the conversations which form the core of the lesson; an important underpinning for this approach is Robert Vanderplank's review of research into the value of video as a rich environment for students to learn language in its authentic context together with attendant opportunities to gain cultural knowledge. While materials design and course development once occupied a key place in research into distance language education, more recently this area has received relatively little attention, meaning that the distance teaching of tonal languages or languages with non-Roman scripts remains relatively unchartered territory. By specifically detailing the features of the course that are relevant to the distance learning of Chinese this article adds to our understanding of how awareness of language features, learning processes and factors relating specifically to learners are brought together in a course. Emphasis is also placed on the importance of guidance on Chinese language learning strategies and cultural awareness, and on ways of moving beyond the course to engage with native speakers and to identify further learning opportunities.
Chinese distance language programmes are now well established in many universities in the UK, Australia, New Zealand, the USA and Canada, to name but a few countries. However, research into mobile assisted Chinese language learning within distance programmes has received little attention, despite the promise that mobile apps hold for easy access to learning opportunities in everyday settings. In terms of research into the strategies learners of Chinese use, research attention has largely focused on traditional face-to-face classroom settings where pen-and-paper is generally used to write Chinese. Qian Kan, Nathaniel Owen and Stephen Bax at the Open University UK address gaps in current research through their study of the mobile-assisted character learning strategies of distance learners of Chinese; the students in this study were beginners and they had access to the 'Chinese characters first steps' app developed by the OUUK. Their article begins by outlining some of the key challenges in learning Chinese characters and of the ways in which the affordances of mobile technology may be used to tackle these challenges. Specifically, drawing on learning strategies as the framework for the study they investigate how practices may change when character learning is supported by a mobile app and they identify the features which give rise to those changes. The study provides quantitative and qualitative data as evidence for findings relating to those frequently used character learning strategies which are specifically related to the convenience of the mobile environment including watching videos, using online dictionaries, regularly testing oneself, and using pinyin on mobile devices to identify new characters. Further findings provide confirmation for earlier studies which revealed the salience of metacognitive strategies for distance learners to plan, organise and reflect on their learning. Importantly the study shows how some strategies build on the cognitive processing required for character recognition, and that the mobile learning environment does not displace the need for previously identified character learning strategies including visualising the character, repeating the sound and practising the tone and using it in context. The OUUK has a long-established tradition of research into course design and learner support and this article ends with implications for practice in what are two crucial areas of Chinese distance language learning and teaching. As we noted Stephen Bax was one of the authors in this paper and at the end of our editorial we return to his contribution to the field of computer-assisted language learning (CALL).
Until recently language teachers in tertiary settings had limited opportunities to discuss their classes outside workplace settings, whether in planning their classes or reflecting on what took place. While research has focused on reflections on language teaching this has mostly been in asynchronous online forums and within teacher education settings. The implementation of flipped classrooms for Chinese language teaching at Griffith University in Australia is a significant innovation and one which requires new ways of thinking about teaching and learning and new ways of responding to the kinds of contingencies that arise in the course of a semester. In their article Grace Qi and Yuping Wang show how the multimodal platform WeChat tool was used by five Chinese language teachers working within a flipped classroom approach for just-in-time communication, support and collaborative professional development. While earlier models of online collaboration have explored the interplay of organisational, sociocognitive and socioaffective dimensions of the collective activity of learners and teachers, here Qi and Wang take a difference approach: they trace the process of Community of Practice (CoP) building in relation to teachers' professional development via the support of the WeChat group. Specifically, they explore how the teachers capitalised on the affordances of the WeChat platform as the group evolved in relation to the three CoP dimensions: mutual engagement, a joint, negotiated enterprise, and a shared repertoire of resources brought together over time. While previous studies of CoP have been carried out in workplaces, they have focused on face-to-face interaction in a shared physical setting, rather than on mobile platforms. This article is also particularly interesting because it shows how teachers build a community of support and professional practice as they engage with new Chinese language teaching approaches, in this case flipped classrooms. Importantly it shows how the teachers build their community of practice from within their lifeworlds, and the ways in which it opens up possibilities for those teachers for new forms of lifelong learning.
Many readers will be familiar with Stephen Bax's considerable contribution to research and practice in technology-mediated language education through many widely cited publications: his 2003 article CALLpast, present and future published in System, and later articles on making CALL work, on the normalisation of CALL, and on putting technology in its place. These, and many others, all gave us new vantage points from which to understand the rapidly evolving, yet at times marginalised, practices of CALL. Other strands of his research focused on social and cultural dimensions of teacher training, the use of eye-tracking technology, and discourse and genre.
Stephen worked with his co-authors Qian and Nathaniel writing the article that appears here and cheerfully engaged with the process of making revisions via skype while he was convalescing. Sadly, he suddenly became very ill and passed away. That researching technology-mediated Chinese language learning was a new focus for Stephen is very timely in that it marks out the way he continued to identify shifts in the field and innovations that were important for CALL and for the wider field of language teaching. We feel fortunate indeed to have this contribution from Stephen and his colleagues published here at this time.
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